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Welcome everybody.
Willing and able mentoring (WAM) program was the centrepiece of my PhD. Because it’s a student and an academic audience, I thought I’d describe a bit of the outcomes of WAM, but also give you my academic approach to it, because I thought you might be interested in how a PhD gets incorporated into a program like a mentoring program. Ok, so that’s just my introduction page, and that acknowledges my supervisors, Joe Grafam(?) and Kay Smith, and also Wise Employment in Victoria provided some money to develop the WAM program. 

So, through the presentation I’ll go through: 

· Research question, which is central to any PhD. You’ve got to have a question that you’re asking, that you ultimately want to answer;
· The theoretical underpinnings, again crucial;
· Attitudes and attitude change was probably the main area of theory that I did my literature review and research on, because that is what is needed in employment of people who have a disability. This was my thesis topic;
· And the WAM program, which was the intervention I used to see if there was attitude change in participants, particularly the mentors;
· Results, conclusions and implications.

The research question is in academic language, but basically what that asks is whether an experiential program, rather than a simulated setting, where you ask someone if they would employ a person with a disability, or imagine yourself sitting with someone who uses a wheelchair. How would you feel? Most of the research is all about those simulated scenarios, and really, our hunch was that experience is the teacher. So I tried to answer that question, as to whether experience from programs is really important. It’s all about attitudes and attitude changes.

The definition of attitude: a tendency to be in favour or not in favour of a certain phenomena. For example, if you’re not in favour of whaling, you would be said to have a negative attitude towards whaling. Simple as that. 

Are they important? Attitudes towards people who have a disability, particularly in employment, are absolutely crucial. The importance of attitudes in the USA were underlined by Paulo Cohelo, Chairman of the Presidents Committee for Employment in America on the Employment of People with Disabilities Act. One of the authors noted that while programs and legislation are important, the attitudinal barrier is now the major obstacle for people who have a disability in gaining employment. America has had their legislation for a lot longer than Australia. Paulo Cohelo is actually a person with a disability himself. He was discriminated against, early in his employment because of epilepsy. So for him to say that, that while there are these great laws around, and innovative programs, it’s the attitudinal barrier that is still the main one. 
So then I looked at the research showing how true these attitudes are, and at no surprise to you, valid research clearly says that these attitudes are based on myths, and assumption of capability. In fact, what the research is showing is in fact that people with disabilities can make better employees than those without a disability. 
There was one study I’ll highlight, actually done by my supervisor and colleagues. What he did was measure safety records, sick leave, and work effort. He looked at the cost benefit analysis adding all the factors up, and it was shown that it is a myth that employees with a disability cost more, are less productive, are a safety risk, can’t get on with other workers, lack promotion ability, will effect image of the company, this has all been deemed invalid and refuted research. Now these are just some statistics about employment, people with disabilities are employed at around half the rate of their peers, which is not acceptable. That is right across the world. Australia is very similar; the ABS (Australian Bureau of Statistics) statistics are there. The human rights and equal opportunity commission did a review of employment of people who have a disability, and while employment for our non-disabled colleagues have increased over the last 10 years, participation rates for people who have a disability in employment have actually declined in the last 10 years. So it’s just unacceptable. In the Australian public service a report just released just a few months ago showed that employment of people with disabilities in the public service has gone from 6.8% three years ago, down to 3.8% now. The research points to attitudes being the cause. 
This is the theory I used to base all my research on, and its called Ecological Systems Theory 1979. This theory says that when studying social phenomena, you have to embed it in the social environment you are studying. So, he quoted research where they presented multiple brand items of different price, quantity and quality to shoppers, and these shoppers were able to make really complex decisions about cost and value etc, but if you just give them an arithmetic test, that bore no relation to their shopping ability. This shows the power of context. People get good at things, and when they’re in their own environment, they fire. There was another one which was a survey about a Chinese couple in America, say 30, 40 years ago, when there was discrimination on racial grounds. 90% of hotel owners who answered this questionnaire said they would not let a Chinese couple stay in their hotel. When a Chinese couple actually went out and asked to book in, only 10% refused. This shows the power of the social environment and how important the context really is in research. 
The WAM program is set in the context that it is trying to address. There is a series of 6-8 mentoring sessions between the person with the disability and the mentor. These are some of the outcomes that have been reported: self confidence, direction, professional identity, but not only that, the mentors say that they benefit as well.

In my research, I asked about 114 subjects what the advantages and disadvantages of employing a person with a disability are. The questions were asked to both mentors and employees in the WAM program over 2 years. Then I developed a questionnaire on those advantages and disadvantages based on those questions, examples include: 

“People who have a disability are more hard working in the workplace” 
“I would like to employ people who have disabilities in my workplace” 
“People who have a disability would cost more to be employed in the open workforce”

People answering the questionnaire would have a choice of likely or unlikely to each statement on a seven point scale. The questionnaire was around 60 questions, based on the advantages and disadvantages those people told me about. The questionnaires were administered before the program commenced and again at the end of the program.

The WAM program was a volunteer program, so a positive bias was evident in sample. The mentors and the people with disabilities were all really positive, so really didn’t represent the potential employers. There was a positive trend from the beginning to the end. Other studies were undertaken to validate the results. It was found that there was just as much positive attitude change in students as in mentors. After the program, nearly double the participants felt that the statements were false, and weren’t their perspective. So a really clear positive change was evident in all questions. The need for occupational information - again change in a clear positive direction. Barriers - there again, a clear positive change. These changes were highly statistically significant.
What is it about the WAM program that is making these positive changes? I looked through the literature, because as you know, you need to base everything in theory or research. I found this fantastic hypothesis called the contact hypothesis by George Allport, which says that contact with members of a stereotyped group leads to more positive attitudes if the contact is in pursuit of a mutual goal and the parties are treated with equal status. More recent research has found there are more things necessary to have the positive attitude in workplace, including the opportunity to get to know each other, information that disconfirms stereotypes and positive experiences. One of the questions I designed to tap into these elements. One thing about the WAM program is the increased opportunity to get to know people with disabilities, and testing if that caused a change in attitude. 
Testing this theory was interesting. Participants were required to rank 6 things in order of importance, with a rating of 1-10. Equal status was the number one factor, most important to assist in developing views. Second was getting to know each other. These two questions were asked to the two different groups, and it was found that for students, having equal status was clearly most important and getting to know you at number 4. For mentors, the result was the exact opposite. So people who have a disability, in their daily lives, measure any experience in terms of whether they were treated with equal status. 
Third was working towards a mutual goal. Original theory suggested that working towards a mutual goal and being treated with equal status were the most important factors. The fourth most important factor was actively working together. The fifth was having positive relationship. The least important factor was the disability information provided. This was statistically significantly the least important. Thus, a lot less important. What this means is that it is not the information that is important, the experience is the crucial factor. 

The limitations in previous research shows that videos and short training sessions do help, but unless its embedded in context, it’s really much less powerful. I asked another question that if participants were just shown a video, would it have changed views as much as the WAM program. For the mentees, 60% said WAM was superior, 30% thought both good, 10% thought the video was most effective. 75% of mentors thought WAM superior, 19% thought both, 6% thought video. 

Started out thesis looking at attitude change, so then tried to ask a question about the overall attitude change to add qualitative to quantitative information gained. 75% of both groups exhibited a positive change through at least one question in the questionnaire. 

Conclusions, couple of important things: the recipients of negative attitudes have just as much role and power in changing attitudes as people with stereotype views. Have to look at both groups and use them to change attitudes. The mentor and mentee in WAM are both drivers in developing the cultures.

Thank you.
